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      Lakeshore isn’t such a small place anymore.  Not like when I was a younger woman in my—ahem—thirties.

      Walking up the sidewalk, looking round at the whitewashed houses and the white tourist shops and the only paved roads this side of the Hartz Mountains, it’s hard not to smile at the place.  The color white is a nod to our history, back when escaped inmates shipped to the great Down Under from England had set fire to our town and folks had to rebuild.  People in Lakeshore were proud and determined back then.  We still are.

      So here stands Dell Powers at the ends of the Earth, happy just to be where I am.

      Course, we’re not exactly the center of commerce down here at the tip of Tasmania.  We’re at the bottom of most any list of towns in Australia in every category that matters.  So maybe Lakeshore’s still a flyspeck in the bush… but it’s growing.  Maybe not for the reasons we would’ve liked, but there it is.

      I have to wonder sometimes if we’d still be the same old sleepy nothing tourist destination we’ve always been, if it wasn’t for the negative press we’ve had.  Death and mayhem, murder and mystery, all in a community small enough that it only takes a half hour to walk from one end of it to the other.

      I guess I’ll never know.  Just like I’ll never know what my life would’ve been like if I hadn’t started talking to ghosts.

      Long story.

      Whatever the reason for it, Lakeshore is blossoming under the attention we’re getting.  We have a for-real celebrity running the Thirsty Roo Tavern now, and at least Alfonse Calico got us into the papers for a different reason when he and his long-time male friend got married back at Christmas.  My Inn was booked solid for two weeks after that.

      Things’ve slowed down since.  Today there was only the one check-in that we’re expecting, and my trusty new employee was watching the front desk of the Pine Lake Inn for me.  Jack Reese was young, and eager to please.  Good on him.

      Good for me, too.  Just goes to show how good business has been of late, when I actually hire someone to stand at the front desk for me.  I mean, I live just upstairs on the third floor of the Inn, so it’s not that big a thing for me to spend my days there at that wooden desk, bent over the computer and our sign-in book, but it’s nice to have some time off for a change.  Have to admit that.

      Especially on a sunny autumn day in late April like this one.

      This was the lucky country, after all.  Australia.  The rest of the world is looking forward to springtime, but we’ve already had our summer months in December and January.  February was one of the hottest on record with the Queen’s own weather, as my mother used to say.  Now it was time for the seasons to change.  The leaves will be turning and falling off the trees soon, even if most of what we have here in Lakeshore is Monterey Pine.  No leaves.  Just a lot of needles everywhere.

      Anyway.  Lakeshore lived and died off its tourist dollars and any press we got would be good for the businesses lining Main Street. The candle works, for one.  Mrs. Havernathy’s jam shop, to be sure.  People came from all over to buy her jams, and she shipped to stores up in Hobart and even further north.  Got our own newspaper in town, too, and my boyfriend James Callahan works hard to keep people informed and interested.

      He does a good job, my Mister.

      Does good by me, too.  Not sure how I lucked out with him.  I just thank God that I did.  There’s a lot still between us, but we’re working things out.  Mostly, the work is on my side.  Got a few skeletons in my closet, I suppose you could say.

      Like that whole talking to ghosts thing.

      See what I did there?  Ghosts.  Skeletons.  Sometimes my life feels like a Darynda Jones novel.

      I guess it sounded funnier in my head.

      Ever since I’d run headlong into puberty I’ve known there was more to life than just what I could see, or feel, or touch.  There were always these… clues.  These hints.  The sense of something watching me when no one was there.  Strange things happening with no explanation.  Turned out, I was right.  I suppose I should be freaked out to know that ghosts are real, but I’m not.  Had a good friend show me that being able to see and talk to the spirits of the departed isn’t a curse.  Makes me special.

      Not sure if I want to be this kind of special, but seeing as how I don’t have a say in the matter I’ve decided to make the best of it.  I can see ghosts.  They can see me.  It’s the way things are.

      It’s the way I am.

      Of course, being this kind of special has gotten me into more trouble than a mouse delivering bad news to a nest of cats, but it’s saved my life more than once, too.

      Like I said.  The town isn’t as quiet as it once was.

      Well.  Things have quieted down in good old Lakeshore anyhow, thank God.  Thanks in large part to our new senior sergeant of the Lakeshore police department, too.  Have to smile at that, and my goofy expression looking back at me from the store windows just can’t be helped.  That promotion was a long time coming.

      The new senior sergeant was going to have a lot on his plate.  There was talk of the mine outside of town opening up full time, year round.  There were a few new places opening up in town, too.  Right next to the Eye of the Beholder bookstore was going to be a new restaurant, for instance, in the space that used to be a bakery before the owner moved up to Sydney to be with her family.  Steak and shrimp place, from what I’ve heard.  Can’t wait for that one.

      Oh.  The bookstore.  Mabel Quinn’s little nook on Main Street.  A quick peek at my watch showed me I had some time to browse for a new book.  Why not?  If I wasn’t going to keep myself standing at the front desk of my hotel all the time, I was going to need something more to do than bug Rosie in the kitchen.

      Besides.  For as bright as the sun was up in its clear blue sky, today was turning out to be anything but warm.  Seemed like everywhere I walked around town, a chilly wind was following me, stirring the strands of my long auburn hair across my freckled face.  An early cold front, maybe, working its way north, promising a cold winter to come.  Probably should’ve dressed in something warmer than hiking shorts and my Walk the Moon t-shirt.  I can feel the gooseflesh on my bare legs.

      Sounds like a good time to duck into a shop.  The bookstore it is.

      Inside Mabel’s store would definitely be warmer.  Another good reason to spend some time with my friends in their shops.

      The bell over the door on its little bendy strip of metal dinged loudly when I went inside.  The wave of heat that washed over me was welcome, at first.  Then it was just too much.  Kind of like when Rosie cracks open the ovens to show off her newest culinary creation back at the Inn.  I know I was looking to warm up, but this is ridiculous.

      “Hi, Dell!”

      From the back of the store, at the sales counter, Mabel was waving to me as she rang up a few books for a couple who had to be tourists.  There she was, in her flamboyant clothes and her new age jewelry.  It was midmorning, and that was when people tended to filter into town to explore what we had to offer.  Tourism equals dollars.

      “Be with you in a jiff!” Mabel continued in that clipped Aussie accent that she always put on for the tourists.  Before long she’d be going into that Psychic Woman of the Outback routine of hers.  “Sorry ‘bout the heat,” she called to me.  “Fools next door are trying to put in a new heating system, got the thing all crosswired and blowing heat in here!  Made a real blue of it.”

      “No worries, Mabel.”  Made me wonder, though, if the people moving their restaurant in next door had hired Mick Pullman to do their work.  Mick ran a construction business out of his garage.  He’d build anything you asked him to.  Then there was a fifty-fifty chance that you’d have to hire him back to fix what he’d built in the first place.

      I knew that from my own experience, after hiring him for a couple of jobs that George had to fix after.  Needless to say I don’t use Mick for anything anymore.

      Still, mistakes that put this kind of heat in here right when I wanted it couldn’t be all bad.  I am definitely going to take my time and browse the stacks for a good book or two now.  I might stay in here all day.

      Not everything Mabel does is an act for the tourists.  She’s always been into things like balancing spiritual energies and reading tea leaves and finding your destiny by tracing the lines on your palm, and it reflects in her choice of books to sell.  Large parts of the shelves have always been dedicated to books on the mystical and the New Age and such, and just like always, I skip right past those.  If that works for some people then more power to them but I’ve got enough going on in my life with spirits as it is.  No need to buy a book on the subject.

      Not my cup, anyway, even if my Christianity lapsed after age twenty-one or so, just like a lot of people.  Me and Rosie had both started dropping in on Pastor Albright’s Sunday services recently.  Not regularly.  Just when we felt like it, and Rosie more so than me.  At nearly forty-five years of age I just might find my way back to being a dedicated churchgoer yet.

      Maybe I should go more often.  I think on that as I look over the bestsellers section.  Nicholas Sparks, Terry Brooks, and a few others I recognized.  I was only sort of paying attention to the titles, though.  Still on the topic of my relationship with God, my thoughts wandered to one of the bigger reasons why I stayed away from Jonas Albright’s little church.  If I went to the pastor and asked him about the ghosts I’d been communing with, what would he say?  Would he laugh it off, kind of like I was doing on the books Mabel had for sale on chakras and New Age ideals, or would he take it seriously?

      What would a pastor do if he seriously believed one of his parishioners was talking to ghosts?  Now there was the question.  Would he have to perform some sort of blessing on the Inn, or an exorcism?  No, wait.  That was Catholics.  Jonas Albright was a nondenominational pastor.  Not a lot of people went to his services, either.  He probably couldn’t risk losing anyone from his pews, even someone like me who had the ghost of an old friend spending her afterlife in my Inn.  Oh, and the ghost of an outlaw from the 1800s, too.

      And my husband.

      That last one kind of tripped me up, and I snagged a foot on the carpet, and then the romance section was there to break my fall.  Ahem.  Sliding out one of Debbie Macomber’s more recent books like that was my target the whole time, I leaned an arm up against the shelves, hoping no one had seen that.

      “Well, G’day Dell.  I see gravity’s working.”

      So much for that hope.

      Turning around, I have to say I was a little surprised to see Jonas Albright himself standing there.  Speak of the Devil.

      Although, that might not be the right euphemism, considering the white collar sitting around the neck of the short, humble man’s black shirt.  No one ever questioned his commitment to God, to be sure.

      “Uh, hi Pastor Albright.”  I slid the Macomber book back into place—upside down—and had a chuckle at my own expense.  “Saw my little stumble, did you?”

      He winked at me.  “God sees all of us stumble from time to time.  It’s what ya do to get back on your feet that matters.”

      That was Jonas Albright.  Always knowing the right thing to say at the right time to lift a girl’s spirits.  I suppose that was what made him a good pastor.  “Are you looking for a book?” I asked him.

      In truth, I was surprised to see him in here at all.  Mabel’s taste in books ran a bit different than the good pastor’s.  He shook his head, pursing his lips, and any hint of a smile that he might have had before was gone now.  His eyes were serious behind his thick, round glasses.  “I must confess I saw ya in here through the window,” he told me.  “Came in to ask for a favor.”

      Hmm.  “Certainly, Jonas.  What can I do for you?”

      “I was… well. I was wondering if you’d seen my dog?’

      “Your dog?”  Of course I’d seen Jonas’s pet.  He picked up the stray right around Christmas.  A little mixed breed mutt, origins unknown, but I’d seen the way Jonas treated his four-footed friend, and there was no doubt that they both cared a lot for each other.  But recently?  “Sorry, I haven’t.”

      Honestly, I hadn’t been paying attention.  I couldn’t really say when I’d seen that dog last.

      “Ah, I see.”  His face fell a bit, and he tapped a thumb against the worn leather cover of his trusty Bible, ever in hand.  I always thought he looked older than his years, with his brown hair receding already, but as he talked to me about his missing dog the lines of care and worry that creased his forehead became even more pronounced.  “I just see you out and about walking quite a bit, and I thought that maybe…  Well.  I haven’t seen Arthur Phillip for three days now.  I know he was a stray to begin with but I wouldn’t expect him to run off.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out again, slowly.

      “Arthur Phillip?” I asked.

      “Right, my dog.”

      “Oh.”  I tried to smile reassuringly.  “I tell you what, Jonas.  I don’t have anything going on right now.  How ‘bout I come over to the church and help you look around.  Maybe we can find some paw prints, or something, that’ll tell us where Arthur Phillip went off to.”

      Immediately, his face brightened.  “Oh, that would be just grand.  Thanks, Dell.  Knew I could count on ya.”

      Obviously, my reputation as an amateur sleuth has gotten around town.  From helping to solve murders, to finding lost dogs.  Guess that’s me.

      Dell Powers, full-time operator of the Pine Lake Inn, part-time detective.

      This time when I stepped outside the cold air seemed to have blown itself out.  The day was warm again, and the breeze kissed my cheeks with the promise that summer wasn’t over.  Not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Pastor Albright’s church was a simple one story building on North Main Street, close to the intersection with Koala Lane.  Not far from where our town’s fountain sits right in the middle of Main Street, creating a sort of unintentional roundabout.  The fountain has been in place there longer than almost any building that’s currently standing in Lakeshore, so the town sort of grew up around it.  The thing has never worked right in all the time I’ve lived here.  Just a trickle of water running out of its three tiers.  Kind of a letdown.

      Of course, the same could be said for the church.  The front of the building sported a cross on front, under the apex of the high peaked roof, made from crooked tree limbs tied together by Jonas himself.  The faded branches taken from a Monterey Pine were the only splash of color on the whitewashed building.  The overlapping coats of white paint on the outside hadn’t kept the siding from falling off in places, and I saw several other spots that were peeling.  Jonas did the best he could to keep the building going, but he would never need to take a vow to maintain a life of poverty.  Any tourists coming to Lakeshore who wanted to catch a church service were no doubt surprised that the building, like its pastor, was an object lesson in humility.

      The front steps were poured concrete.  There was a crack in one side, but no way to get underneath them, which had been my first thought about where we might find a dog.  My best friend at age six had owned a German shepherd, a beautiful animal, just not that bright.  Once he’d managed to step a foot into an echidna’s burrow.  Took three spikes through his paw.  Instead of coming to us for help he hid under my friend’s front porch for a day and a half, licking his wounds.  Guess that wasn’t going to help us find Arthur Phillip.

      “He’s a good dog,” Jonas told me as we wandered the church lawn.  “Ever since he’s been with me he’s been so friendly and kind.  I thought at first that he must belong to someone in town, because he was so obviously used to people.  No one claimed him, though.  Oh.  Do ya suppose he went back to his owner?”

      “After a few months?  I don’t think he would have stuck around with you that long if he was missing his family that much.”  Not that I was any kind of dog whisperer.  “Have you tried leaving food out for him at night?”

      “I thought of that, but I don’t want to attract any wild animals into town.”

      Which was a real concern.  Unfortunately there was an obvious conclusion that stemmed from that thought, but we both avoided saying it.  We were at the far end of civilization here, and miles of desert and forest and bush surrounded us.  If we had to worry about wild animals coming into town, it wasn’t impossible that one or more of those wild animals took off with Arthur Phillip.  Like a fox.  Or a carpet python.  Well.  Maybe not the python. Maybe he’d been bitten by a red back spider. Anything could have happened to keep him from being at home.

      For now, we both wanted to believe the dog was still very much alive, and just waiting to be found.  Somewhere.

      “You searched everywhere inside?” I asked.

      “Yes, I did.  Not much to search through, mind you.  My little apartment at the back, the church’s office, a couple of other rooms.  Oh.”

      He stared at me blankly.  Something had just occurred to him.

      “I completely forgot.”  He looked sheepishly at the church.  “We have a basement.  I never use it, mind you.  It’s for storage and things, but the stuff that ends up down there basically goes there to die, if ya take my meaning.”

      I did, but I wish he hadn’t put it that way.  If Arthur Phillip was down there, and had been down there for three days without making a sound, that didn’t bode well for our search.

      That was another thing both of us left unsaid as I followed him inside, through the open area with its neat rows of pews for the service and the altar at the back.  The inside of the church had always been given better upkeep than the outside.  The dark wood paneling on the walls gleamed with furniture polish spray and a worn but colorful red carpet covered every inch of the floor.

      It was a warm, cozy space.  Every time I’d been here I’d felt at home.

      At the other end of the room, at the front of the church, was the door that I knew led to a storage room and then to Jonas’s small apartment space.  I’d only been back there once, during an ice cream social to get more plastic cups for the lemonade, but I remembered thinking how cramped it felt.  Even more than my two room apartment.

      Which was why I was surprised when Jonas headed straight for that door.

      “You have a basement?  Back there?”

      “Well,” he said, “the basement is under the church, but the entrance is in here.  Yes.”

      I started to follow after him, but he was through the door before I got there, and the man sitting in the first row stopped me with a simple, “G’day.”

      He’d been sitting so still and quiet that I hadn’t noticed him, I guess.  An older man with gray hair combed straight back from a high forehead, a smile on his gaunt face, wearing a long black overcoat that parted around the knees of his black suit pants.  A hat with a flat top sat next to him.  His hands were folded over the round top of a stout black cane braced against the floor where he sat.  The very model of a perfect gentleman.

      “Oh,” I said, somewhat less than tactfully.  “I remember you.  Um.  Heeral, right?”

      His eyes brightened, the color of them seeming to shift from a cloudy gray to almost blue.  “Heeral Stone.  So nice to be noticed.”

      I kept myself from frowning, but just barely.  Such an odd thing to say.  I’d only seen Heeral once before, here in the church as it happened, and it made me sad to think that he felt no one noticed him much.  “Are you here visiting Pastor Albright?” I asked him.

      He worked his head from side to side, considering what I’d said.  “I suppose, in a manner of speaking.  He’s lost his dog.”

      “Yes, I heard.  I feel bad for him.  He loved that mutt, even if they hadn’t been together for long.”

      Heeral nodded.  “A pastor’s life can be a lonely one, especially for someone like Jonas.  He’s chosen to minister in a town without much faith.”

      “Well, having faith and attending church services aren’t the same thing.”

      He smiled at me again and lifted a finger off the head of his cane.  “True enough.  Still.  There’s little faith here in Lakeshore.  Been that way for a long time.”

      I didn’t remember everything Heeral had said to me last time we were here, but I did recall him saying he was from Lakeshore, that he’d lived here a long time ago.  “I’m sure Pastor Albright does everything he can for us,” I said.  I meant it, but I was trying to defend Jonas, too.  I suddenly didn’t like the way this man was talking about our pastor.

      Smiling still, Heeral shook his head.  “I meant no offense.  I’ve known Jonas for, oh, years.  He’s a good man.  I’m just worried he might not be up to the task here in Lakeshore.  Come now, Dell.  You’ve felt it yourself.  Evil men doing evil things.  There’s been murder here on the shores of the three lakes for the first time in decades.  Not just one, but several.  As bad omens go that one pretty much tops the list, don’t ya think?”

      When I opened my mouth to argue the words just evaporated.  He wasn’t wrong, I realized.  Bad things were happening in this sleepy little town.  I suppose, from a certain point of view, it would be easy to believe that bad times were coming.  Worse than what we’d experienced so far.  My best friend being murdered.  The mafia-like ‘Ndrangheta and their various criminal activities.  Half of our police force fired—or in jail—for being corrupt.

      Suddenly my optimistic mood from this morning seemed like so much empty wishing.  I looked down at Heeral again, focusing my eyes on that smile of his that hadn’t changed one bit.  It was like he knew something I didn’t, and he didn’t want to share.

      I scowled at him.  Old man or not, friend of Pastor Albright’s or not, I’d had enough of this conversation.  “You like to bring the mood down, don’t you?”

      He spread his hands wide, holding the cane in his right, and then levered himself up from the pew.  He grabbed up his hat as he did.  “I speak
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